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ABSTRACT
Multi-stakeholder Partnerships (MSPs) were formally recognised as an important 
mechanism for the promotion and implementation of sustainable development 
at the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD) in Johannesburg in 
2002 (Atkisson 2015). The United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) 2030 agenda of 17 “Goals to Transform Our World” was adopted in 
2017. The aim of these goals, as an extension of the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs), is to facilitate the attainment of universal, inclusive and indivisible 
growth and development, the Agenda calls for action by all countries to improve 
the lives of people everywhere. Goal 17 aims to revitalise the global partnership 
for sustainable development. To this end, the UN (n.d.) claims MSPs are crucial to 
leverage the inter-linkages between the SDGs to enhance their effectiveness and 
impact and accelerate progress in achieving the Goals. The article conceptualises 
MSPs as a means to achieve public value. The research approach is based on ap-
plying unobtrusive research techniques conducted by means of a literature study. 
The findings of the research suggests that an MSP is an important governance 
mechanism to facilitate and strengthen public value.
INTRODUCTION
The objective of the article is to discuss the concept MSP, and to conceptualise MSPs 
as an important means to achieve public value. The article commences first with out-
lining the research methods used for the analysis in this article. Second, sustainable 
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development is discussed. Thereafter, the theoretical development of partnerships 
is briefly outlined. Moreover, sustainable development partnerships are clarified. 
Furthermore, MSPs are conceptualised and best practices for the development of 
MSPs are outlined. Lastly, MSPs as a mechanism for achieving public value through a 
public value management approach is discussed.
This article is conceptual and descriptive in nature. Unobtrusive research techniques are 
used for the analysis in this article. According to Babbie (2001 in Auriacombe 2016:205) 
unobtrusive research techniques involve studying social behaviour without affecting it. 
Unobtrusive research techniques are non-reactive and do not intrude on the subject 
being studied and information is gathered through public documents (Auriacombe 
2016:205). Auriacombe (2016:206) argues that “unobtrusive methods can be used as 
the only source of data in a given research project”. There are three types of unob-
trusive research techniques, namely, conceptual, content and historical/comparative 
analysis (Auriacombe 2016:206–211). Conceptual analysis is used for the purpose of 
this article. Auriacombe (2016:207) explains conceptual analysis “is a type of reasoning 
that starts with studying a range of specific individual cases, concepts or instances in or-
der to extrapolate patterns from data obtained in order to form a conceptual category”.
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
A number of changes in society initiated by environmental movements have been in-
strumental in changing societal mainstream values, whereas others have been marginal-
ised. Examples include for instance anti-internationalist/nativist claims of decolonisation 
discourse, eco-political activism, while developmentalism was internalised by many 
societies (Mert 2015:162–163). Mert (2015:162) explains that “similar to the elimination 
of the colonialist conceit of civilizing other lands and societies, the ideal of constant and 
linear economic growth could no longer be maintained” as illustrated in Figure 1.
Mert (2015:162) argues that “sustainable development was a product of this political 
process, and found its most famous expression in 1987 with the report of the World 
Commission on Environment and Development, titled Our Common Future” (see 
Figure 1). Kresl (2015:1) argues that sustainability is “popularly seen as a feature of our 
natural environment and the degree to which humans have been degrading the air 
they breathe, the water that supports their life, and the natural surroundings that are so 
vital to their economy causes those who think seriously about it to become alarmed”.
Sustainable development is a way of understanding the world and for solving global 
problems (Sachs 2015:1). Sachs (2015:2) argues that “the world economy is not only 
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remarkably unequal but also remarkably threatening to Earth itself”. The globe is facing 
environmental threats on several fronts, including, degradation of the environment due 
to pollution, natural resource depletion, global warming; all threatening the survival 
of humanity (Sachs 2015:2–3). Sachs (2015:3) explains that sustainable development 
is an intellectual pursuit and tries to “make sense of the interactions of three complex 
systems: the world economy, global society, and the Earth’s physical environment”.
Sustainable development is also a normative concept, and the normative outlook 
on the world, “recommends a set of goals to which the world should aspire” (Sachs 
2015:3), which gave shape to the adoption of SDGs. The SDGs is an ethical and ho-
listic outlook calling for economic progress, extreme poverty alleviation, social trust 
through policies that strengthen the community and protecting the environment from 
human-induced degradation (Sachs 2015:3). To develop a truly sustainable society, 
the realisation of three broad themes is required, converging economic, social and 
environmental interests (Kresl 2015:28).
Sustainable development thus refers to economic, social and environmental goals, 
the SDGs summarise these aspirations in shorthand as “socially inclusive and envi-
ronmentally sustainable economic growth” (Sachs 2015:3). Sachs (2015:3) highlights 
“to achieve the economic, social and environmental objectives of the SDGs, a fourth 
Figure 1:  Marginalised discursive elements during the progression from 
colonialism to developmentalism and sustainable development
Source: (Mert 2015:162)
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objective must also be achieved: good governance”. Sustainable development thus 
emphasises the interrelatedness of people, nature and economic systems, which re-
quires technical solutions, innovations and new governance models (Kresl 2015:13).
Governance is about the rules of public and private behaviour (Sachs 2016:502). Sachs 
(2016:502) states that good governance “encompass both the public sector and private 
sector, and especially the large multinational corporations in the private sector”. One 
of the key tenets of good governance for sustainable development is participation. 
Participation of citizens and business in government decision-making includes a multi-
stakeholder approach (Sachs 2016:502–503).
Contextualising the development of partnerships
Various social science theories influence the thinking of partnership development, 
these theories include among other things: collaborative empowerment theory, regime 
theory, collaborative advantage theory, welfare economics, exchange theory, transac-
tion cost economics, network theory, resource-based view of strategy, stakeholder 
theory, resource dependency theory, historical institutional theory, radical public ac-
counting theory, Marxist theory, postmodern theory, new institutional theory, complex 
adaptive systems theory and evolutionary theory (Bovaird 2010:44–45).
In addition, meta-theories that have also influenced the rationalisation of partnership 
development include; New Public Management (NPM) (from the 1980s), strategic 
management (collaborative advantage from the 1990s), public governance (from the 
1990s) and postmodernist theories (from the 1990s) (Bovaird 2010:45–46).
The field of network governance is a growing body of knowledge that has brought to 
light unique insights about partnership development. Networks involve actors that col-
laborate and develop shared goals together (Giroux and Suter 2009:4). In a network 
governance approach, transactions among stakeholders or actors are based on mutual 
benefits, trust and reciprocity (Junki 2006:22). According to Giroux and Suter (2009:4) 
network governance is “governance through relatively stable cooperative relationships 
between three or more legally autonomous organisations based on horizontal coordi-
nation, recognising one or more network or collective goals”.
Junki (2006:22) describes network governance as “a form of organisational alliance 
in which relevant parties engaged in mutual exchanges”. Networks have become 
crucial for addressing wicked problems, because networks provide a unique, flexible 
approach to pool knowledge and resources to address complex problems (Giroux and 
Suter 2009:4).
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MSPs bring together multiple stakeholders to address wicked problems (Thindwa 
2015). Wicked problems include nearly all public policy issues, which are difficult to 
describe, contextualise, and define or to solve (Rittel and Webber 1973:160). Rittel 
and Webber (1973:160) described wicked problems as part of a general theory for 
planning as essentially presenting malicious, tricky, difficult and complicated in nature. 
Wicked problems are thus highly complex and systemic in nature.
According to Seitanidi (2010:4) “partnership is the dynamic constellation of entities 
across different sectors that can attempt to provide society with ‘public goods’”. A part-
nership as a non-regulated form of association, allows different sectors and spheres 
in society to address complex social problems (Seitanidi 2010:4). Muir and Mullins 
(2015:969) describe partnerships as involving at least two organisations with a mutual 
interest working together, in an association characterised by some degree of trust, fair-
ness and mutuality. According to Pattberg and Widerberg (2014:15) “partnerships are, 
in theory, networks of resource exchange, meaning that balancing powers and finding 
a working mix of resources, knowledge and capabilities is necessary to exploit syner-
gies and enable fruitful division of labour”.
In social sciences, partnerships are usually classified according to the specific soci-
etal level the partnership operates in. Examples include for instance, private-private 
partnerships, public private partnerships, public-public partnerships, business-science 
partnerships, public-science partnerships and public social partnerships. The classifica-
tion can further be specified in terms of the sector in which the partnership operates, 
for instance, health partnerships, water partnerships, energy partnerships etc. In other 
contexts, partnerships may be classified according to a specific organisational struc-
ture or type, for instance a network, an alliance, a commission or a concession (Mert 
2014:3). Some partnerships may be very formal or some informal, some specific in its 
purpose, while some may be almost accidental (Kresl 2015:3).
Partnerships for sustainable development
Another subgroup of partnerships that are transnational in nature, working on sustaina-
ble development, previously known as Type-II outcomes, originated as part of the sec-
ond outcome of the WSSD in 2002 in Johannesburg, and was identified as critical for 
global environmental good governance (Mert 2015:3). Type-II outcomes partnerships 
were meant to complement Type-I outcomes set by governments. Seven criteria for 
Type-II outcomes were outlined during the Summit. First, the partnerships are volun-
tary and based on shared responsibility. Second, partnerships must complement gov-
ernmental strategies. Moreover, the partnerships must be international in scope, have 
a wide multi-stakeholder scope and should have clear objectives. The partnerships 
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must have specific targets and timelines. Partnerships ought to be new and have suf-
ficient funding available. Partnerships should ensure transparency and accountability. 
Lastly, a follow-up process must be developed (Dodds 2015:7). Sustainable develop-
ment Type-II partnerships were later reiterated by the post-2015 SDG agenda, as MSPs 
instrumental in striving to reach all the SDGs. A set of principles was developed for 
MSPs prior to the Summit. The principles are referred to as the Bali Principles (Global 
Knowledge Partnership 2003:02).
According to the Bali Principles, MSPs are meant to:
●● help achieve the further implementation of Agenda 21 and the (MDGs) SDGs;
●● be voluntary and self-organising;
●● be based on shared responsibility and mutual respect;
●● include multi-stakeholders, ranging from governments, regional groups, local 
authorities, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), transnational institutions, 
business entities and multi-lateral organisations; and
●● have a global impact beyond the local level (Global Knowledge Partnerships 
2003:10).
According to Mert (2015:5) “the UN’s endorsement of sustainability partnerships took 
place at a time when global regulatory arrangements were losing their popularity, 
firstly, because they were proven to be ineffective in many areas of environmental 
governance during the previous decades”. According to Mert (2015:227) “sustainability 
partnerships have been negotiated, endorsed, and operated in a lively political arena”.
Transnational partnerships are inherently different to partnerships operating at the sub-
national level. When a public entity decides to outsource a service, it makes a decision 
based on different policy options, and the following assumptions usually are held (Mert 
2015:4): partnerships are political in nature, partnerships are a promise and contract 
from the private sector perspective, “the partnership’s success or failure is linked to 
the accountability of the public authority while the legally binding contract protects 
the public from suffering losses” (Mert 2015:4). However, Mert (2015:4) adds that “the 
accountability of the public authority is not, however, guaranteed at the transnational 
level”. There is no hierarchy or legal authority to appeal to in the event of negative 
consequences or losses (Mert 2015:4).
The above definition implies that sustainable development partnerships are imple-
mentation mechanisms that are voluntary in nature. Non-state actors are invited to 
participate (Mert 2015:12). The UN Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) 
plays a significant role in advising member nations and making economic and social 
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recommendations, it has the largest number of partnerships focusing on sustainable 
development (Mert 2015:7). Kresl (2015:1) views sustainable partnerships as two dis-
tinct but congenial concepts, stating that “sustainability is an objective, and partner-
ships a mechanism”.
MULTI-STAKEHOLDER PARTNERSHIPS
MSPs are cross-sector sustainable development partnerships, seen as a method to 
scale-up innovation, capacity and resources to deliver on the SDGs (Hazelwood 
2015:2). MSPs are in essence collective/collaborative governance mechanisms; focus-
ing on public value and are solutions oriented (Thindwa 2015). MSPs are about sharing 
risks in society instead of shifting risks (Global Knowledge Partnerships 2003:8). These 
partnerships include a wide range of institutional activities and collaboration between 
government, private sector actors, civil society and/or UN and/or other multilateral 
actors to facilitate sustainable development (Hazelwood 2015:2). MSPs are not con-
tracting or outsourcing arrangements, nor are they public-private partnerships (PPPs), 
neither are they replacements for institutional forms of democratic decision-making 
(Global Knowledge Partnerships 2003:iii).
MSPs can be initiated by an individual, government or business that is concerned 
about a particular societal issue. MSPs are also extremely varied in nature (Brouwer, 
Woodhill, Hemmati, Verhoosel and van Vught n.d.:157). MSPs are necessary because 
no one sector in society can deliver the complexities of sustainable development 
alone. Partnerships in MSPs are greater than the sum of its parts and are about creating 
lasting and meaningful impact, to promote a holistic approach to development and 
governance (Global Knowledge Partnership 2003:iii). MSPs are typically multiscale 
in nature and are increasingly important for advancing global dialogue and the post-
2015 SDGs agenda, typically viewed as a prominent governance mechanism in the 
international development architecture (Hazelwood 2015:2). Table 1 illustrates a basic 
typology of the goals of typical MSPs. Joint projects and programmes are typically 
developed to address a specific defined problem, whereas other strategic alliances and 
collective initiatives are more systemic in scope.
In addition to the above, three categories of MSPs have been identified as follows:
●● MSPs led by the UN, for example Sustainable Energy for ALL (Hemmati 2017).
●● MSPs where the UN is involved, for example the Global Alliance for Vaccines 
and Immunisation (GAVI) (Hemmati 2017).
●● MSPs that are independent from the UN (Hemmati 2017).
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Some potential benefits of MSPs include, among other things:
●● Offering scalable approaches to poverty eradication through: cross-sector dia-
logue, sharing capacity and capabilities across public and private sector, more 
programmatic approaches to implementation and rapid learning and knowl-
edge transfer through multi-level platforms (Hazlewood 2015:3).
●● More efficient and effective financing approaches through: pooling finance 
across diverse domestic and international public and private finance; blending of 
financing instruments across sectors, reduced fragmentation and duplication and 
providing more flexible multi-year funding commitments (Hazlewood 2015:3).
●● Reduction of overlapping activities as works are purposefully distributed (Alam 
2015:2).
●● Increasing global advocacy and mobilisation of civil society (Hazlewood 
2015:3).
●● Enhancement of networking and communication diversity, considering views of 
diverse origins (Alam 2015:2).
Some MSPs have had excellent transformative impact such as health related partner-
ships like GAVI, the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria and the 
Forest Stewardship Council, however, Pattberg and Widerberg (2014:8) report that 
MSPs have not reached their full potential and lived up to expectations. Pattberg and 
Widerberg (2014) sampled 330 MSPs and their research reveals that 38% of MSPs 
are either not active or do not have any tangible output, whereas 26% show activi-
ties, but the activities are not aligned to their mandate and function. Reasons for the 
low level of effectiveness can be attributed to a number of factors. First, because of 
the broad nature of the MSP, some partners remain marginalised. There is a great 
level of lack of organisational capacity, resources and transparency. There is a lack of 
Table 1: A basic typology of MSPs
Goal Address a defined problem Address a systemic challenge
Model Joint project Joint programme Strategic Alliance Collective impact
D
efi
n
it
io
n
Short-term, one 
time collaborative 
effort among a 
small set of partners, 
often to develop or 
pilot an innovative 
product or approach 
Collaboration 
among small 
set of partners 
to implement a 
programme to 
address a specific 
aspect of a social 
problem 
Platform for ongoing 
collaboration around 
one or more related 
social issues, aligning 
partners (typically 
›5) in support of a 
common agenda 
and joint investments
Initiative based 
on long-term 
commitments to a 
common agenda by 
the group of cross-
sector actors needed 
to realise system 
wide change around 
a social problem
Source: (Peterson, Mahmud, Bhavaraju and Mihaly 2014 in Hazlewood 2015:2)
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operationalisation of the partnership. Thus, there is a low level of institutionalisation 
of partnerships (Pattberg and Widerberg 2014:10–11). In addition, a number of risks 
for effective partnership development and implementation are identified below.
Risks facing MSPs include, among other things:
●● Too much of a focus on transparency and not enough focus on accountability 
(Thindwa 2015).
●● Time-consuming, decisions take place in a matrix type organisation, which take 
longer than a hierarchical type of organisation (Alam 2015:2).
●● Undermining domestic ownership, distorting domestic investment opportuni-
ties, and imposing rigid top-down approaches (Hazlewood 2015:4).
●● Overburdening of stakeholders (Thindwa 2015).
●● Reinforcing silo or sectoral approaches instead of addressing systemic problems 
(Hazlewood 2015:4).
●● Differences in the financial year of various partners within the network may 
present challenges (Alam 2015).
●● Some MSPs may tend to focus on technical solutions leading to quick wins, 
instead of working towards addressing systemic issues (Dodds 2015:9).
●● Creating separate parallel tracks to government institutions, thus creating dupli-
cation (Thindwa 2015).
●● Considering the fast and expansive growth of MSPs, coordination may become 
a challenge in future (Dodds 2015:9).
●● Power imbalances and insufficient domestic representation (Hazlewood 2015:5); 
and wider participation by accountability institutions such as parliaments, audit 
institutions and ombudsmans (Thindwa 2015).
●● Lack of shared monitoring and evaluation systems (Hazlewood 2015:5).
●● There is always a risk that a partner would not respect the UN developmental 
goals (Dodds 2015:9).
Encouraging best practice in partnership development
There is no one-size fits all approach for designing MSPs, however, a number of de-
sign principles may facilitate the significant scaling-up of collaborative governance 
mechanisms such as MSPs, to achieve transformative change as outlined in the SDGs 
(Hazlewood 2015:5). Figure 2 illustrates a recommended structure for MSPs. The cen-
tral decision-making and coordination would be vested in the national government. 
Creating awareness for achieving SDGs is essential in SDGs for establishing buy-in, 
shared vision, communication and maintaining understanding of roles and responsi-
bilities. Thus, knowledge producers are essential for creating awareness. Knowledge 
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creators include academics, research institutes, experts, individuals in the community 
and Community Based Organisations (CBOs). Knowledge filters include the media and 
lobby groups. Implementers include business, government institutions, CBOs, NGOs 
and multilateral organisations. Donors could be from the public, private or multilateral 
sectors. Lastly, the beneficiaries are the community (Alam 2015).
As mentioned earlier, no one-size fits all approach would be suitable for effective MSPs, 
thus governance structures that are fit-for purpose should be developed (Hazlewood 
2015:5), the above structure can be adapted to the MSP’s specific context. MSPs are com-
plex organisational structures, and no two seem to be completely alike (Dodds 2015).
The UN Global Compact (UNGC) is the world’s largest voluntary corporate sustain-
ability initiative MSP, with over 8000 corporate stakeholders and 4000 non-business 
stakeholders (Dodds 2015:5). Other examples of transformational MSPs include 
also Every Woman Every Child (EWEC), the Zero Hunger Challenge, Global Pulse 
and Sustainable Energy for All (SE4All). These examples of MSPs are instrumental 
Figure 2: Recommended structure for MSPs
Source: (Adapted from Amal 2015)
Knowledge filters
Decision-making and 
Coordination
Donors
Evaluators
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in addressing systemic issues (Dodds 2015:9). GAVI, the Global Polio Eradication 
Initiative (GPEI), the Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency Partnership (REEEP), the 
Forest Stewardship Council (FSP) and the UNGC have been identified as some of the 
most successful MSPs (Dodds 2015:10). The last mentioned MSPs were identified as 
transformational based on the following aspects:
●● A solid organisational structure;
●● Clear objectives;
●● Clear timelines;
●● Well organised and strong facilitators;
●● Secure funding;
●● Clear objectives lead to shared vision, understanding and buy-in;
●● Projects were not cumbersome to execute;
●● Presence of a well-developed monitoring system with good feedback mecha-
nisms in place;
●● Solid resource management (Dodds 2015:10).
Figure 3 illustrates the typical phases in a partnership process. The first phase includes 
planning the partnership initiation, development and implementation. Stakeholder mo-
tives and interests and organisational characteristics, objectives and criteria are defined 
during this stage.
Figure 3: Partnership process phases
Partnership planning
Partnership selection Developing an MOU
Partnership design and development
Creating virtual teams Programme development
Partnership institutionalisation
Partnership management Monitoring and evaluation
Source: (Adapted from Seitanidi 2010:115)
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The second stage of the partnership process includes the partnership design and devel-
opment. An important aspect of partnership design is the creation of the virtual team/
teams, consisting of stakeholders across organisations for institutional isomorphism to 
take place (Seitanidi 2010:107). Seitanidi (2010:107) emphasises that the “virtual team 
allows for:
●● multiple points of reference within each partner’s organisation consisting of a 
widespread network of people;
●● development of trust among the virtual team members and in effect among the 
two organisations;
●● avoiding over-centralised power on one or two individuals in each organisation; 
and
●● better operationalisation of the partnership”.
Partnership development focuses on the formation and implementation of the part-
nership programmes (including projects, tasks and activities). This phase includes 
the allocation of resources, provision of access to expert advice and development of 
institutional capacity for programme implementation. Best practices for partnership 
development include among other things: coordinating buy-in among stakeholders, 
providing a single point of contact, capacity building and training, managing advis-
ers and mobilising funding/financing (Delmon 2009:21–33). Function and structure 
matters, the design of the partnership needs to be aligned to the function of the MSP, 
and setting priorities and allocating scarce resources should be done within specific 
partnership architecture (Pattberg and Widerberg 2014:3).
The final phase of the partnership process includes the operationalisation and insti-
tutionalisation of the partnership. This includes constant partnership management, 
where the various functions of the partnership are coordinated and managed, this 
would typically include risk management, stakeholder management and monitoring 
and evaluation. A lack of monitoring and evaluation limits the success of partner-
ships at the aggregate level, therefore improved political oversight of MSPs is essential 
(Pattberg and Widerberg 2014:3).
Managing MSPs is challenging, as networks present a number of complexities. Three 
levels of complexity in partnerships need to be managed. First, strategic complexity is 
when actors in the network are autonomous and acting strategically. Second, content 
complexity is challenging when all actors have their own perception of the problem 
and may interpret information in different ways. Last, institutional complexity is when 
the decisions taken by the network cross different sectors and must be implemented in 
different contexts. Network management is required in order to decrease complexity. 
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Network management entails the process of connecting actors, exploring content, ar-
ranging and engaging interactions (Giroux and Suter 2009:6).
Lessons learned for improved partnership development
Key lessons from past case studies of MSPs can be useful for the design and development 
of MSPs. First, it is important to take a strategic approach to developing design parameters 
for a partnership and finding partners able to contribute the necessary ‘mix’ of resources 
and competencies, in particular to ensure the long-term viability of interventions. Second 
the importance of stakeholders understanding their roles. Recognition by the public sector 
that hard to reach areas will require investment (Global Knowledge Partnerships 2003:4).
Furthermore, investing sufficient time and resources during the initiation phases of 
partnership development is key, particularly in terms of formulating common goals, 
ambitions and visions, selecting the appropriate partners, creating virtual teams, iden-
tifying risk and setting up mechanisms for dealing with disputes. Setting up transforma-
tive partnerships takes sufficient resources, capacity and time. Last, improved monitor-
ing and evaluation is essential (Pattberg and Widerberg 2014:3).
Pattberg and Widerberg (2014:14) recommend nine building blocks to improve the ef-
fectiveness of MSPs. First, there is a need for improved leadership. The different types 
of leaderships needed for the partnership should be identified from the onset of partner-
ship development. Second, ensuring open and transparent communication, decision-
making procedures and evaluations increase partner participation and also balance 
power asymmetries. A detailed and thorough needs assessment of the capacity of each 
partner is necessary to determine what gaps exist, and how the gaps can be filled in 
order for each partner to reach their objectives and provide meaningful results. Setting 
clear and measurable goals from the inception of projects is essential. A common vision 
should be encouraged from the onset. Adequate funding remains a key aspect for part-
nership success, thus it is beneficial to establish well organised finance management 
units for securing and managing funds (Pattberg and Widerberg 2014:13–23).
MSPS FOR IMPROVED PUBLIC VALUE
Managing MSPs requires going beyond traditional and NPM to a public value management 
approach. The objective of public value management is to achieve public value that in turn 
involves greater effectiveness in tackling the problems that the public most cares about, 
moving from service delivery to systems maintenance (Stoker 2006:44). The bottom line is 
not as easily measured for the public sector as in the private sector, because of competing 
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and contradictory notions of the public good, the bottom line for government is contest-
able involving conflicts and trade-offs (Heintzman and Marson 2005:552). In essence, the 
public manager has to play a role in steering MSPs. Public value management treats public 
interest as produced through a complex process of interaction that involves deliberative 
reflection over inputs and opportunity costs (Stoker 2006:44).
Public value management is distinguished from NPM’s individualist nature, based on 
its collective nature (O’Flynn 2007:360). O’Flynn (2007:360) argues that the “pub-
lic value approach would entail considerable change as it provides a new means of 
thinking about government activity, policy-making, and service delivery which directly 
challenges the NPM paradigm” (O’Flynn 2007:360). A public value management ap-
proach to ethos is that “no one sector has the monopoly on public service ethos, 
maintaining relationships through shared values is seen as essential” (Stoker 2006:4).
The public value management approach recognises that a more pragmatic approach 
to selecting actors to deliver services creates more opportunities for public value maxi-
misation (O’Flynn 2007:360). The preferred system for delivery in a network in the 
public value management approach is a “menu of alternatives selected pragmatically 
and a reflexive approach to intervention mechanisms to achieve outputs”. Integral to 
this process is a consistent and continuous democratic exchange (Stoker 2006:44).
With public value management there is a strong sense that the public realm is different 
from that of the commercial sector (Stoker 2006:46). Accountability is achieved by negoti-
ated goal setting and oversight, it is multifaceted, not a linear relationship between a prin-
cipal and agent as in traditional and NPM (Stoker 2006:52). Bryson, Ackermann and Eden 
(2015:1) argue that “collaboration and cross-sector collaboration have therefore emerged 
as hallmarks of the new approach in which public managers frequently must work jointly 
with non-profit organisations, businesses, the media, and citizens to accomplish public 
purposes”. Equity for public value management means giving different actors in society 
the opportunity to participate in the collaboration of MSP processes (Stoker 2006:54). 
Government thus is not the owner of all the processes and institutions having public value 
potential (Bryson et al. 2015:1). With a public value management approach multiple goals 
are pursued, within a collective interest, integrating multiple accountability systems, to ex-
ecute a menu of alternatives which are selected pragmatically (O’Flynn 2007:361).
CONCLUSION
The article conceptualised MSPs and also identified best practices for the development 
and management of MSPs. MSPs are important governance mechanisms to facilitate 
Volume 9 number 9 • December 2017 77
and strengthen public value. Public value management can enhance the co-creation of 
public value through MSPs.In a global environment of resource constraints and constant 
change, MSPs may present strategic opportunities for the co-creation of public value. 
The idea of creating public value through partnerships is not a new one, the public and 
private sector has long relied on each other in a certain degree to achieve their objec-
tives. This is evident in governance mechanisms through contracting, network govern-
ance approaches, New Public Management and Governance and principal agency ap-
proaches. However, these partnerships are often faced with high levels of uncertainty in 
terms of funding, level of stakeholder commitment and complex relationships.
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